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The Thunderbolt
Primitive Literature from a New Mexico Mining Camp, 1871
BY LAWRENCE R. MURPHY

A COLD WIND blew across the Moreno Valley in northern New
Mexico. Men stood close around stoves and bars in the mining village
of Elizabethtown. Talking incessantly of the coming spring, each expected to make. his fortune in the placer diggings or shafts of nearby
Baldy Mountain. 'But many of the usual crowd were absent that
February night in 1871. Gathered in an empty store building, some of
the boys were writin[ witty poetry, while others set type for a forthcoming publication. A'k:er the local brewer contributed a keg of beer,
festivities livened; soon the galleys were completed and the first im~
pressions pulled from a primitive letter press. That night The Thunderbolt,one of New Mexico's most curious literary productions, was
born.
When it appeared on the streets of Elizabethtown the next morning, February 20, 1871, miners throughout the district scurried to obtain copies. Priced at an outrageous twenty-five cents, the four-page
publication was sponsored by an anonymous association which
pledged "to revive again liberty of the Press and free public opinion
in this country." The editorship was to change weekly because "too
long an,.occupation of that exalted position would be considered detrimental to the Editorial peepers~" Some had even proposed that the
paper appear with a different name each week, but that plan was apparentlyabandoned.
Inside, the zealous writers had let their imagination run free, untrammeled by either modesty or convention. The paper would do job
work, an advertisement announced, especially tickets for an imaginary
Rio Hondo Railroad, steamboats on the Rio Grande, or streetcars for
Elizabethtown. Come St. Patrick's Day (the "Anniversary of our National Independence"), the editors offered a prize for the best "communication of vituperative abuse against somebody or nobody in
particular." And just in case all of this were to disturb someone, the
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proprietors closed their first issue with an appeal for a wagon load of
mallets "for active service in defending ourselves against 'them fellows.' "
In spite of its outward comical appearance, the miners had a serious
purpose in inaugurating their journal. When the Moreno mines were
discovered by Fort Union soldiers late in 1866, few realized that
Baldy Mountain and the nearby valley were within the Beaubien and
Miranda Land Grant, then primarily owned by the eccentric mountaineer, Lucien B. Maxwell. There was little trouble over land ownership until 1870, when Maxwell sold his 1,7°O,ooo-acre ranch to an
English syndicate organized· as the Maxwell Land Grant and Railway
Company. Headquartered at Cimarron, these Britishers determined to
collect rent from the miners so they might profit from their rich gold
mines. The Morenoites were equally convinced that their rights should
not be abridged and organized to defend themselves. Chief among
the men's weapons was a newspaper, the Railway Press and Telegraph,
instituted in the fall of 186<) by editor Will Dawson.
From the first, the miners seemed doomed to lose their struggle.
Backed by brilliant attorneys including Frank Springer, Thomas B.
Catron, and Stephen Elkins, the company vigorously prosecuted uncooperative gold-seekers in the local courts. Controlling elections, they
put company officers into public positions; sheriffs and justices of the
peace legalized corporate persecution. Worst of all, editor Dawson
soon turned against his former friends. Advertisements in his paper
warned miners to negotiate a lease or move out. The people's pleas
went unheard.
Prohibited from remedying their grievances by peaceful methods,
the unhappy miners turned to violence..In October of 1870 they rose
up in protest to the election of a company official as probate judge by
burning the home of Elizabethtown's justice of the peace, John McBride. When they marched into the nearby Ute Creek placers the
following January and held several company employees as hostages,
Territorial Governor William Pile and a force of soldiers were called
in to break up the miners. November of 1870 brought an attack on
turncoat Dawson. Entering his print shop, a band of men confiscated
or destroyed all his equipment, leaving the printer without press,
paper, lor type. Not to be so easily defeated, however, Dawson soon
refitted the establishment and by January of 1871 his periodical reappeared on the streets of Elizabethtown. It was only then that the
miners turned their hands to journalism.
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.Appearing only three times, February 20, March 2 and 12, 1871, the
Thunderbolt contained dozens of humorous but biting attacks.'
("Wanted to know the reason Johnnie McBride gave the little girl on
Ute Creek a 'twenty' on last Christmas. Did it work?") The only
memorable literary contribution, however, was a two·part article included in the second and third editions. Written in the style of King
James (no doubt copied from the only book many of the miners had
ever read), it des~ribed a meeting of the Morenoites with their enemy
"Daw whose suniame was Son." Neither wholly original nor especially
provoCative, this article is an excellent example of New Mexico min·
ing-camp literature. Reprinted for the first time from the only known
copies, which are preserved by the New York Historical Society, New
York City, and used here by their permission, it is the heartfelt plea
of hundreds of gold-seekers against the p<::rsecution of a tyrannical
foreign company and the editor of its mouthpiece.

AN ANTEDn.UVIAN STORY

Part I
And it came to pass, that in the days. of Ulysses, and the Hittite, there
arose mighty tumult among the Morenoites, a tribe of gentiles that lived
on the banks of the river which flowed through the valley of Placer Diggings.
And they counselled among one another saying: Behold, we have paid
out our shekles of gold and silver, to buy and set up in our city an engine
of war that would defend us, and would smite the Philistines, who live in
the Valley of the Simer-on.
But Daw whose surname is son bath turned it against us, and hath smitten you; hardly smitten, those of us who live in high places.
Verily, it is true he should be cast out from among us, and the engine he
,hath turned against us, taken from him.
And some there were, who murmured against this judgement, but they
WERE few.
Now in those days, there lived among the Morenoites, a mighty man of
war, who was the chief of those who lived in high places.
And the name of this man was Hiram.
And when he heard the tumult among the people, he came to them and
said Behold, I am one of those whom this man hath smitten, and I say
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unto you it Clis good," that he be cast out from among us and the engine he
hath turned against us, SHALL be taken from him.
And when he had finished, the multitude who had listened to him, set
up a shout and cried with one voice;-it shall be so.
Now it came to pass, that on the evening of the n
ere was a
whose surname was Son.
. mighty gathering of the people at the home of
And there were present, besides the master of the house, Hiram the
chief, Aaron the hewer of Wood, Samuel the maker of Sandals, Mid whose
surname is Daugh, Melvin the scribe, and ALL the OTHER great men .
that abode in the tribe.
And behold, when they had met, they were timorous and knew not what
to do for Daw whose surname was Son was a hasty man and strong in his
wrath, and had been victorious in many battles with the Scribes.
But Melvin the Scribe, who was a little man and cunning of speech,
gathered up his courage, and arose and said:-Brethern. We MUST be
strong when traitors brave the field.
But Daw whose surname was Son, interrupted him saying, Melvin thou
ART a fool and knowest nothing of what thou speakest. Sit thee down.
And he DID so. .
Then Hiram the chief, arose and said: Brethem. Freedom is the birthwho will be free themselves must
right of every WHITE man, and
strike the blow. Verily I say unto you, this man has betrayed us. Let us do
that which hath brought us together here, and when we have finished, return to our dwellings. La, I for one AM ready.
~
Then arose Daw whose surname was Son, and said: Hiram thou tinger
of strong drinks and shaker of ivories, thou dealer in the pasteboa emblems of King Phare 0 the ungodly, thou ART an evil man and Lath
slandered me.
And Hiram answered and said':-thou liest.

theY

Part II
Then Daw whose surname was Son, with wrath, reached forth his hand
for a weapon to smite and kill Hiram the chief.
But Aaron, the hewer of wood, who was a little man AND bow-legged,
stayed his hand saying: D-d-d-daw-Son thou wilt hur-r-r-rt thy f-{-friends.
Pu-pu-put away thy weapon. I love n-n-not its sight.
And Daw whose surname was Son, did as Aaron bade him.
And Hiram was NOT afraid.
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Now when the tumult began in the house, there were present besides
OTHER great men of the tribe, the Pharisee Little, whose surname was
Bum, the Saducee and George the seller of cheap raiment.
And when Daw, whose surname was Son, put forth his hand for his
weapon, they WERE struck with fear, and ran out from the house crying:
Dere's hell outl Dere's Hell out.
And behold, George, the seller of cheap raimen~ who was exceedingly
small in stature, was the first to reach a place of safety.
And when his friends came up to him, he said: I do not like dis dam
bishness.
And Little, whose surname was Bum, answered him saying: I don't like
him neider, it ish a dam bad bishness.
What do you dink Hitembak?
And Hitembak answered and said: Mein GattI I CAN'T dinks much no
time, but hust now I oinks noting at all.
Let us all go home.
And in fear and trembling, they departed to their dwellings.
And there were OTHERS who were AFRAID and ran away, but history
has not mentioned their names.
Now, when Daw, whose surname was Son, had put away his weapon and
all was quiet within the house, Hiram the chief, arose and said:
Brethern, let us now do that which hath brought us together here for
verily this man Daw, whose surname is Son, is a traitor and a dangerous
man.
And Mid, whose surname was Daugh, Melvin the scribe, Samuel the
Maker of Sandals, and ALL the GREAT men who were present said, ..
Be it sol
But Benjamin the ribbon handler, Aaron the hewer of wood, and a few
others who were present said:
Let us not be hasty, for this man doth owe us money, and if he be cast
out from among us, lot we will be without our debtor and our money.
And when Hiram the chief heard this he said:
And it is for lucre, filthy lucre, that ye hesitate?
Can it be that there ARE slaves to Mammon in our midst?
Verily I wash my hands of this business and will speak no more to those
who have so lightly listened to my words.
And arising in wrath, he shook off the dirt from his feet and left the
house.
And all the great men of the tribe followed him. '
And when they had departed from the house, Aaron the hewer of wood,

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1966

5

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 36 [1966], Iss. 2, Art. 15

180

~

LAWRENCE R. MURPHY

Benjamin the ribbon-handler, and the rest of the friends of Daw whose
surname was Son, pressed around him saying:
Behold, we have stood by thee-Forget us not in the day of thy prosperity, but payest us that which thou owest to us.
And Daw whose surname was Son, said unto them:
You ARE my friends and I KNOW you will be faithful to me, for are ye
not bound to me by that which is stronger than friendship or love-your
interests?
Lol I will not forget thee.
Depart in peace.
And they departed.
And Peace reigned in that city ever afterward.
•
And Daw, whose surname was Son, was NOT cast out of the city, did
NOT lose his engine of war, and DID become the chief man and oracle
of his tribe.
Behold in the chronicle we have translated, the follies and treacheries of
our antediluvian ancestors and the power of Mammon, even in WEIR
DAY.
Let us not then curse that which we see and is in our own godly city, but
let us rather wink at the follies of our neighbors, and let us hide OUR
OWN transgressions, lulling conscience with the reflection that "one man
is just as good as another" UNTIL HE IS FOUND OUT.
• A teaching fellow in history at Texas Christian University, Ft. Worth,
LAWRENCE R. MURPHY has a special interest in the history of Territorial
New Mexico. Among the Indian Tribes of New Mexico, 1870: The Diary
of Special Agent W .FM. Amy has been issued this year by the Stagecoach
Press, Santa Fe.
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